Introduction
Internationally, a wealth of studies have demonstrated a link between the provision or alcohol and the occurrence of crime and disorder in the night-time economy (NTE), particularly in town and city centres (Olsson and Wikstrom, 1982; Rush et al ,1986; Edwards et al, 1994; Chikritzhs and Stockwell, 2002; Goodacre, 2005) However, the occurrence of "alcohol-related" crime and disorder is a complex multi-dimensional issue, as the consumption of alcohol is not inevitably associated with involvement in violence or anti-social behaviour, and can only be addressed through an understanding of a diverse range of factors. This is an area which has been widely researched, yet debate still exists as to how best to define and measure the extent of alcohol related violence and disorder, how to identify causal factors, and, moreover, how best to tackle the problem.
In order to examine alcohol-related violence and disorder within the NTE a range of contributory factors need be examined. For example, to interpret what is happening requires an understanding at a very small scale and local level of the cultural and contextual factors associated with alcohol consumption. This may be within individual premises, around 'drinking circuits', or within particular areas with a number of licensing establishments in close proximity. There are also inherent methodological challenges in defining and measuring alcohol-related crime in the night-time economy. There is a need for a better evidence base on alcohol-related crime and disorder, which is both consistent and reliable. This is crucial for both a better understanding locally and nationally of the nature of the problem, and for selecting and targeting appropriate preventative measures within urban (and rural) areas. Moreover, alcohol related crime, especially violence, has wider consequences for both personal health and the delivery of health services. These include both short term consequences for accident and emergency units and the ambulance service, and the longer-term demands on Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) and the National Health Service (NHS) from prolonged and heavy alcohol consumption. The implementation of prevention and reduction policies on the ground needs to consider these broad ranging factors. Therefore, it is essential to draw upon the experience of experts and professionals in different fields (for example socio-legal, law enforcement, town and city planning, and public health) to both understand and address alcohol-related violence and disorder in the night-time economy.
In England and Wales the Licensing Act 2003 (LA03) was introduced amidst growing concerns over problems of alcohol related violence, especially in town and city centres in and around licensed premises. It represented the first major change to the sale of alcohol in England and Wales in fifty years. It brought with it a set of new conditions for the regulation and supply of alcohol, including the potential to make it available for up to 24 hours per day. The Act stimulated much media attention and political debate. It also resulted in a number of research studies within England and Wales regarding its impact.
However, despite several national evaluations, doubt still exists as to the success of the Act, its impact on crime and disorder, and, more importantly, directions for future policy.
Significantly, the evidence from Britain does not mirror experiences in other countries.
This Special Edition brings together perspectives and research evidence from the fields of sociology, criminology, and public health to shed light on violence and disorder in the NTE. These papers bring together a range of experiences that reflect upon the impact of LA03 from alternative standpoints, and, more widely, to assess the effectiveness of policy responses beyond just LA03. However, before introducing the papers brought together in this Special Edition, a brief description of the Licensing Act 2003 is first provided, to set this in context for the reader.
The Licensing Act 2003 in England and Wales
The 2003 Licensing Act came into effect on 24 th November 2005, and this constituted a major revision to the sale of alcohol in England and Wales, potentially allowing licensed premises to sell alcohol for up to 24 hours, 7 days per week. The rationale behind the Act was that by removing fixed and artificially early closing times, the numbers of people exiting licensed premises would be dispersed over a longer time period. The expectation was that this would reduce binge drinking, violent behaviour, damage to property and disorder. It was also designed to make it easier for authorities to deal with problem premises, and to complement other measures within the criminal justice system designed to crack down on consumers and providers of alcohol who go beyond the boundaries of what is lawful or socially acceptable. At the same time, concerns were voiced that the Act would lead to greater alcohol consumption, increased levels of violence and more pressure on accident and emergency units. The Act brought with it a set of new conditions and additional powers, and signalled a major change to the Licensing Laws in England and Wales. Some of the key measures summarised by the Act are now described below (DCMS, 2009).
• Flexible opening hours for premises, with the potential for up to twenty-four hour opening, seven days a week, subject to consideration of the impact on local residents, businesses and the expert opinion of a range of agencies which were designated as Responsible Authorities by the Act, in relation to the licensing objectives
• The Act required each Licensing Authority to carry out its duties with a view to promoting the four main licensing objectives:
1. The prevention of crime and disorder;
2. Public safety;
3. The prevention of public nuisance; and 4. The protection of children from harm.
• A single, integrated scheme for licensing premises which sell alcohol, provide public entertainment or provide refreshment late at night based upon a 'premises license'.
This brought together the existing regimes, and saw the end of the current system Finally, the fifth paper by Tim Stockwell and Tanya Chikritzhs reports the findings from review of international research carried out by the authors.. They used a systematic literature search to identify studies that have attempted to evaluate the public health and safety impacts of changes to the trading hours of outlets with on premise alcohol consumption. A total of 49 unique studies met the inclusion criteria. These were divided into three categories based on methodological rigour. The paper concludes that differences found between UK and other studies are most likely due to differences in methodological approaches. They suggest that based on international evidence as a whole the likelihood is that extending trading hours for licensed premises leads to increased consumption and related harms (beyond just violence), and that more well-controlled studies are required to confirm this conclusion.
